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GOD OUR FATHER. 



**Thou, O Lord, art our Father, our Redeemer ; Thy name is from 

everlasting.'*— Isaiah Ixiii. i6. 

To whom IS God a Father ? After what manner, 
and for how long, is He a Father ? The answers 
that men have given to these questions have ever 
been extremely various. 

The truths connected with them are so funda- 
mental in their nature, so comprehensive in their 
extent, that these inquiries, taken together, form a 
most searching test in examining ourselves as to 
the nature and grounds of our religious convictions. 
Much controversy has, therefore, naturally taken 
place concerning these questions and their answers ; 
and there is perhaps no subject on which Christians 
find a greater difficulty in keeping "the unity 
of the Spirit in the bond of peace," than on the 
point of sonship to God. In adding words of mine 
to those that have been already abundantly spoken 
and written on this matter, my desire and aim is, 
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4 God our Father. 

not to join one more voice to the strife of tongues, 
but simply to point, as I believe, to a few leading 
scriptural doctrines, which, though sometimes over- 
looked in the heat of party feeling and argument, 
may yet be of some help and comfort to sincere 
seekers after truth. 

The leading lines of thought in our day with 
regard to the first question, To whom is God a 
Father ? may, I think, be taken to be four in 
number, and may be thus briefly epitomised. 

It is affirmed by some that God is the Father of 
all men, good and bad alike, and that He is so from 
the moment of birth. 

Others again hold that God is the Father of all 
baptized persons, and that He becomes so at the 
time of baptism, and by virtue of that rite. 

A third party assert that God is the Father of 
certain arbitrarily chosen persons termed the elect, 
and that He becomes so when those elect persons 
are effectually called by Him. 

While a fourth opinion is, that God is the Father 
of those who are united to His only-begotten Son 
by a living faith, and that He becomes so at the 
moment of conversion, that is, at the moment when 
the individual is quickened, renewed, recreated, 
made alive by the Spirit of God. 

It should not surprise us that there should be 
this diversity of opinion on this matter, for truly* 
when we look at God's exceeding love and good- 
ness to us. His poor sinful creatures, and the costly 
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provision He has made for our happiness and 
salvation, we must feel that only a father could 
take such tender care of us, could love us so very 
freely, and be so very patient with us ; and that 
only a father's heart could so grieve over us when 
lost, and so rejoice over us wheii found. Never- 
theless, though God's goodness makes us feel that 
He must be our Father, our sinfulness, when we 
contemplate that, makes us feel as if we could not 
be His children. His children, and so unlike Him ! 
His children, and yet without any natural affection 
for Him, nay, rather with enmity towards Him in 
our hearts ! Unable often to decide between these 
two feelings, it is little wonder that men have 
looked around at their baptism, their election, or 
their faith, in the hope of finding in them some 
aid in answering that all-important question to 
each one of us, Is God my Father ? Am I God's 
child ? 

If a man has accustomed himself to read and 
hear only one set of opinions on any religious 
matter, and those the opinions sthat he himself 
already holds, he must bear the consequences of 
such an unwise course, in having narrow and partial 
views of truth, and unfair and often very uncharit- 
able thoughts concerning the holders of opposite 
views. But if his one desire is to know the truth, 
and the whole truth, and if in pursuit thereof he 
opens every window of his mind to let in the sun- 
beams on every side, the cross lights will often at 
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first sorely perplex him ; indeed, they cannot but 
do so, as long as the light is admitted light, rather 
than indwelling light. Central light within does 
indeed dispel all shadows ; but, till the " Day-star 
arise in the heart,** till, as St John writes, "the 
anointing which ye have received of Him abideth 
in you, and ye need not that any man teach you," 
the perplexity will at first be often in proportion 
to the honesty and earnestness of the inquirer. 

The holders of each of these different views 
concerning our Father, to which I have referred, 
equally appeal to the Scriptures in support of their 
statements ; and when we listen candidly and 
calmly to their arguments, we may very possibly be 
astonished to find how much can be advanced in 
favour of opinions the very opposite of our own. 
Instead of being disheartened by such a discovery, 
or turning away from the discussion altogether, 
and closing it with some favourite dogma, asserted 
in a positive tone and manner, would it not be 
wiser, humbler, and more loving, to seek for some 
deep fundamental principle lying at the very root 
of the matter, — some central point where the 
diverging lines of thought unite, to which retracing 
our steps, we might not only meet our brethren 
there in most loving fellowship, but also might find 
in it a starting-place from whence we might go 
forward, and at last become ** perfectly joined 
together in the same mind and in the same judg- 
ment } " I would, therefore, say to all who may be 
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in any perplexity as to the nature, the origin, and 
the effect of sonship to God, " Come, and let us 
together search for such a fundamental and uniting 
principle." Leaving awhile our own thoughts, let 
us look at God's thoughts, and take heed to that 
" sure word of prophecy," which God hath given 
us as " a light that shineth in a dark place." 

Let us consider together the following passages 
of Scripture. " Have we not all one Father ? Hath 
not one God created us ? " (Malachi ii. 10). " If ye 
then, being evil, know how to give good gifts unto 
your children ; how much more shall your heavenly 
Father give the Holy Spirit to them that ask 
Him?" (Luke xi. 13). "Your Father knoweth 
what things ye have need of before ye ask Him " 
(Matt. vi. 8). While, if we turn to Eph. iv. 6, we find 
it stated that there is ** One God and Father of all." 
Yet in the same holy book we find it is also written, 
" If God were your Father, ye would love me " 
(John viii. 42). " Ye were by nature the children of 
wrath, even as others " (Eph. ii. 3). " The tares are 
the children of the wicked one " (Matt. xiii. 38) ; 
and in i John iii. 10 distinct mention is made of 
the " children of God " and the ** children of the 
devil." These passages might easily be multiplied, 
but those given will suffice to show the apparent 
contradiction with which we have to deal. The 
first set of passages seem to speak of God as the 
Father of all men, good or bad, believing or un- 
believing ; while the second set of passages appear 
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to teach that there are, and have been, persons in 
God's world who are not His children. This con- 
tradiction can only be a seeming one, and must 
admit of explanation, for God's Word is always in 
harmony with itself. Yet we cannot surely solve 
the difficulty by taking baptism as the point at 
which childship to God in its highest sense neces- 
sarily begins, for we read in Gal. iii. 26, ** We are 
all the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus ; " 
and again in 2 Cor. vi. 17, 18, "Wherefore, come 
out from among them, and be ye separate, saith the 
Lord, and touch not the unclean thing ; and I will 
receive you, and ye shall be my sons and daughters, 
saith the Lord Almighty." A baptised infant 
cannot personally exercise faith in a Saviour of 
whom he has not yet heard, or separate himself 
from evil of the existence of which he is as yet 
unconscious ; neither can the fact that such faith 
and such separation have been promised for us by 
our sureties, avail to satisfy the deepest need of the 
heart when stirred up to question for itself, ** Have 
I the right to say to God, * My Father .^ ' and if so, 
how and why is that right mine.? " 

To find, as I believe, the right answer to this 
question, and to reconcile the apparently opposite 
ideas suggested by the passages of Scripture we 
have just read, we must carry back our thoughts 
a long way, even to the time when God created 
man in His own image. The Eternal God is re- 
vealed to us as the great Three in One, and of this 
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Trinity two members, the Father and the Holy 
Ghost, have ever been invisible, while the Son, God 
manifest, the eternal Word, was seen and handled 
when He was " made flesh and dwelt among us," 
and will be beheld by every eye when " He cometh 
with clouds" to judge the world in righteousness. It 
was in the image of this Triune God that man was 
created, and therefore it is that he also originally 
possessed a trinity of life, of which one part is 
visible and two invisible. We read in Gen. ii. 7, 
that God " breathed into man's nostrils the breath 
of liveSy' the word rendered life in our translation 
being plural in the original Hebrew. Of these 
** lives," two are consciously possessed by every 
one who has a sound mind in a sound body, 
namely, the life of the body and the life of the 
soul ; but do we sufficiently realise that we were 
intended to have three lives, the life of the body, 
the life of the soul, the life of the spirit, — under- 
standing by soul the mind, will, and affections, 
and by spirit the heavenly, sinless part, the off- 
spring of the Holy Spirit himself in the heart 
of man ? It may help us to understand the differ- 
ence between these three kinds of life, if we look 
at two of them separately. In the case of an idiot 
we see bodily life existing, while the mental life 
is in a state of helplessness and torpor ; therefore, 
we do not expect from an idiot the performance of 
any acts requiring mental power. In some cases 

of paralysis and other forms of disease, the mind 
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has been known to retain extraordinary vitality 
while the body is reduced to complete inaction ; 
from one so afflicted we should not expect the 
performance of any acts requiring bodily strength. 
In these instances we can justly discern the dis- 
tinction between two of the lives with which our 
Creator has endowed mankind, and thankfully 
recognise that the generality of men are fully pos- 
sessed of the life of the body and the life of the 
soul. But how does the matter stand as to the 
third life ? Oh, how many persons there are who 
have souls and bodies, and yet in whom there is no 
true spiritual life ! One part, and that the best 
and highest part, of man's whole being is lacking 
in them, — it is dead. Man at his fall lost the 
image of God. How ? By losing one of his three 
lives, the life of the spirit. It was to this life he 
most surely died in the day he ate of the forbidden 
fruit. Did the loss of this life destroy the image 
of God ? Yes, To take a very simple illustration : 
Let us think of the figure of a triangle, a very com- 
mon and ancient symbol of the Trinity ; and ex- 
ceedingly beautiful it is as such. In it there is the 
base or bottom line touching the ground, fit emblem 
of Him who came forth from the Father and came 
into the world ; and one with it, part of the same 
figure, there are two other lines meeting in an up- 
ward point, and leading our thoughts to God the 
Father, and to God the Holy Ghost, who proceedeth 
from the Father and the Son. The triangle is also 
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a symbol of perfect man with his threefold being, 
that trinity of life which caused him while unfallen 
to be in the image of God. But take away from a 
triangle one of its ascending lines, and what have 
you left ? The figure is destroyed — it is no longer 
a triangle. There remain only two lines, ending 
we know not where; for, extend these lines as much 
as we please, the base line will ever continue 
parallel to the ground, and the other slanting line, 
though soaring upwards, will never, from its 
oblique direction, attain the highest conceivable 
point, which can only be reached by a straight and 
perpendicular line. Restore the third line, and 
you have not only the completed figure of a triangle, 
but also from its summit a point from which a 
straight line could be drawn upwards reaching to 
any height required. Even thus it is with man ; 
without the spiritual life, the highest faculties of 
his soul can never attain to the things of God ; as 
it is written, ** The natural man receiveth not the 
things of the Spirit of God : for they are foolishness 
unto him ; neither can he know them, because they 
are spiritually discerned " (i Cor. ii. 14). It would 
be as reasonable to expect mental activity from 
an idiot, and bodily strength from a helpless 
paralytic, as to expect spiritual power from one 
not yet personally and consciously quickened by 
the Spirit of the living God. Let spiritual life be 
restored through the power and energy of the 
Holy Ghost, and at once there is ** access by one 
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Spirit to the Father," the lost image of God is re- 
stored, the threefold life is complete, the whole 
being is directed heavenward. This blessed per- 
fection of our being is within reach of ** Whosoever 
will ; " for the Spirit of God doth most lovingly 
and patiently strive with every one of us. We have 
only to yield ourselves unto Him, to "choose life 
that we may live," to receive "the gift of God, which 
is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord," and 
there will be formed in each heart that " new man, 
which is renewed in knowledge after the image of 
Him that created him." 

These considerations will prepare us to perceive 
and understand, that those passages of Scripture 
that speak of God as the universal Father of all 
men, refer to Him as the Author of that natural 
life possessed by all men ; and that those passages 
that speak of Him as a Father only of some, refer 
to Him as the Author of that spiritual life possessed 
only by true believers. The answer then to the 
question, To whom is God a Father } seems to be 
this : He is a Father to all naturally who have 
natural life, and He is a Father to all spiritually 
who have spiritual life, to those who are born of the 
Spirit, and to those only. 

The next question we propose to ourselves is 
this : " After what manner, and for how long, is God 
a Father 1 " We shall find that the answer to this 
question is also contained in the doctrine of the 
Triujie'life of God, and the triune life of man. It 
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m^y help our thoughts to take the following illus- 
tration : — A father has three sons ; the first resem- 
bling him strongly in personal appearance, but 
unlike him in every other particular. The father 
is good and honourable, just and true, full of wis- 
dom, talent, and benevolence, and above all, full of 
Christian faith and love. The son is the reverse of 
all this ; he abandons his home, leads a life of sin 
and misery afar off, refuses every invitation to 
return, desires not any inheritance from his father, 
and dies a wretched pauper in a foreign land. How 
brief, and how fruitless, as regards such a son has 
been the connection between himself and his 
father! a connection which might have brought 
him so much true good and happiness, and which 
nevertheless, in the end, served only to increase 
his guilt. The second son is very different. Re- 
sembling his father in appearance as much as 
his brother, he also resembles him in mind and 
in moral character. Abiding in his father's house, 
he shares his pursuits, and enters into his bene- 
volent plans and his scientific researches. The 
harmony between the two is perfect except on 
one point, and that point religion ; here the son 
has no response ready to make glad his father's 
anxious heart, here he enjoys no fellowship with 
him — in this portion of their being they remain 
utterly apart. They live thus together many 
years ; at last the son dies before the father, and 
for him life with that father is ended^ tvoM^^ ^^ 
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be renewed ; for the busy plans, the ardent studies 
are over, and it was in these only that he was 
associated with his father. The third son resembles 
his father in bodily and mental gifts, but over and 
above and beyond all these, he is a sharer in the 
same faith and hope and love — they are one in 
Christ Jesus. Do we not at once see how much 
more perfect is the relationship in this case, how that 
such a father and such a son are all to each other 
that parent or child could be, and that death itself 
cannot break the tie ? They may be separated for a 
time, but only to be reunited for ever. In the case 
of the first son, all benefit and joy from his sonship 
would cease when he abandoned his father's house, 
although the door of that house would stand open 
for his return during his wliole life, and the father's 
heart would exhaust every loving resource by which 
his self-banished one might be brought back. In 
the case of the second son, communion and inter- 
course with his father would cease with his earthly 
life ; but in the case of the third son, it would endure 
in all its blessedness for ever. 

How, then, do we stand towards our heavenly 
Father } Which of these sons do we resemble } 
God is the Father of our bodies and of our souls, 
and He is so in order that He may become the 
Father of our spirits. He provides for our bodies 
and souls with all a Father's tenderness ; He gives 
us many gifts in order to win us to receive His 
best gift, even eternal life in His Son. Shall we 
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be content to have God for our Father only during 
this life, when we might have Him for our ever- 
lasting Father, the Begetter in us of an everlasting 
life ? Little will it avail any of us, except for our 
greater condemnation, that God should have been 
our Father as to our souls and bodies for twenty, 
thirty, forty, ay, even for seventy or eighty years, 
if the enjoyment of the relationship is to end with 
our earthly life ; and yet how can it continue ? 

The body dies because sin has dwelt in it ; the 
unrenewed mind or soul is condemned as dead 
in the sight of God, because sin has wrought in it ; 
and if the third life, which was lost at the fall, has 
not been restored and quickened and nourished in 
us, what is there left of our whole being that is cap- 
able of seeing God, of rejoicing in His presence ? 

From not perceiving the distinction between the 
universal Fatherhood of God, and the eternal 
Fatherhood of God, and treating the two expres- 
sions as equivalents, much confusion of thought 
has arisen. Many a heart that would most joyfully 
welcome the truth that God is our Father, and has 
a Father's heart towards us while we are yet afar 
off, that a real relationship now exists between God 
and us irrespective of our doings or deservings, is 
hindered in the reception of this good news by 
finding it too often linked with the doctrine of the 
final salvation of all men, for which we can find no 
certain warrant in Scripture. Many of those who 
advocate most warmly the truth of the Fatherhood 
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of God, not discerning the threefold manner of that 
relationship, infer that God being the Father of all 
men, all men will necessarily be saved, and that as 
their Father, God will surely finally gather His 
whole human family into one happy home. They 
leave out of account the state of those children, 
whether they are dead or living. Could an earthly 
father immure a well-loved child in a dark and 
narrow prison, without light or air or food ? 
Could he turn away and leave that child's form 
hidden from his sight, and make no attempt to 
clasp it in his arms ? Could he forsake him thus 
without one word, one smile, and entering hrs home 
even while saying, " Alas, my son ! my son ! ** close 
the door upon himself and his other children, with 
no thought of possible return to that home for the 
one outside ? To do so would be absolutely im- 
possible to a loving father if the abandoned one 
were living ; but if he were dead, would not his 
conduct be just that of thousands of most tender 
parents who, when death has seized upon one of 
their children, are forced by the inexorable laws of 
death and decay to bury their dead out of their 
sight, and to divide their inheritance among their 
living children. It is only a living child that can 
abide in the father's house, and be the father's heir. 
Let us pause and ask ourselves, Am I truly alive 
unto God ? — alive with such a fulness and perfec- 
tion of life that I can never die ? as it is written : 
^' Whosoever liveth and believeth on me shall never 
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die." If so, then and then only am I an heir of 
God ; then and then only can I never be left an 
orphan, for God himself will be my Father 
throughout eternity. If any one is not yet con- 
sciously thus alive unto God, let him seek to be- 
come so, seek it with the whole heart ; there is yet 
the opportunity. The world-wide relationship, the 
universal Fatherhood, exists .but for this end, that 
every sinner when he comes to himself may say at 
once, and without one doubt as to \i\s present rela- 
tionship to God, "I will arise, and go to my Father," 
and that, going unto Him through Jesus Christ, he 
may receive eternal life, and thereby become 
qualified for dwelling " in the house of the Lord 
for ever." The one thing that decides the question 
as to the duration of the Fatherly relationship of 
God to us, and our filial relationship to Him, is this : 
" Is the highest life in me of which He is the 
Author, that life which He calls eternal life ? How 
unspeakably awful will it be to the lost, to be cut 
off at last from even that lower sonship to God 
which they enjoyed in this life ! How bitter will it 
make their self-condemnation to know, that they 
once had the opportunity of becoming linked in 
eternal fellowship with the Father and with His 
Son Jesus Christ, and that they let it pass by for 
ever ! 

In conclusion. — As the practical fruit of our con- 
sideration of this subject, I would say to all who 
believe the record, *' that God hath given to us 
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eternal life, and that this life is in His Son ;" 
"He that hath the Son hath life, and he that 
hath not the Son of God hath not life/' and who, 
through receiving the Son of God by faith into 
their hearts, have also received from Him ''power 
to become the sons of God*' — to such I would say, 
Let us take heed how we treat our highest life. 
Though united in the person of one individual, 
the three forms of life of which we have spoken 
are not alike in dignity and value. We see this 
from the order of dependence which God has con- 
stituted among them, — tljus the body so depends 
on the soul that when the soul quits it the life of 
the body perishes, and in like manner, the soul is 
so dependent on the spirit, that apart from it, it 
is spoken of as dead in trespasses and sin. 

The spirit being the intended heir of God, its 
well-being is far more important than that of either 
the body or the mind ; these are given to be its 
companions, its servants, but not its equals. What 
should we feel, if on visiting a royal palace with 
permission to see the youthful heir to a throne, we 
were to find in the first room that we entered a 
crowd of servants and courtiers employed in adorn- 
ing a beautiful boy with the richest dresses, and 
supplying him with every conceivable dainty and 
luxury } — should we not say. Surely this is the 
prince! — and learn with surprise that the lad so pam- 
pered, was only one of two youths whom the king 
had appointed to be brought up with his son, in 
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order that they might afterwards become his most 
trusted friends and ministers ? Again, if on going 
farther into the same palace we were to find another 
youth, surrounded by able teachers and by every 
appliance that could further the pursuit of know- 
ledge, should we not exclaim. This at least must 
be the prince ? Not so, the prince is in that inner 
room; this youth, for whose education such inces- 
sant pains are taken, is only his future prime minis- 
ter. We press on to that inner room, and find 
the prince alone, neglected, scantily fed, and little 
honoured ; should we not feel indignant at such a 
sight ? Should we not fear for those courtiers and 
servants the just wrath of the king, when he should 
learn how the prince his son, his heir, had been 
treated ? Yet how many Christians behave in this 
way to the prince within them ! they pamper and 
adorn the body, cultivate the mind, and neglect 
the spirit. Time and thought are expended on the 
welfare of the servants, while little care is taken to 
supply the nourishment and the culture necessary 
for the growth and healthy development of the 
king's child. Let it not be so with. us. Let us take 
thought for the body and mind which God has 
given to us, but let us do so only in order to fit them 
the better to serve and to obey the renewed spirit ; 
and let our most anxious care be rendered where 
it is alone due, even to the true prince of our being, 
the new, the hidden man of the heart, which is 
" born not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor 
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of the will of man, but of God/' and who is there- 
fore "an heir of God and a joint-heir with Christ." 
Nor let us be discouraged though the prince be as 
yet young and weak within us. The youngest 
infant is its father's heir provided that there is life 
in its tiny frame ; nay, the full-grown son would be 
passed over as heir if he were dead, while the in- 
heritance would devolve on the living child, in whom 
the vitality received from its father yet existed, 
however feebly^ Only let us see to it that our 
prince receives daily and abundant nourishment 
from the Word of God, and that in all things his 
interests are considered supreme. Neglect this, and 
his servants will rebel, and endeavour to act the 
part of masters, to the great distress and confusion 
of the entire Kingdom of God within us. 

Finally, let us ever remember, that the whole 
grand possibility of any fallen child of Adam 
becoming possessed of that spiritual life, which 
renders him in the deepest, truest, widest, and 
most perfect sense a child of God, and a child 
throughout eternity, rests on the finished work, 
the glorious atonement of our Lord and Saviour 
Jesus Christ. He took our human nature and 
shared our earthly life, that He might impart to 
us His Divine Nature and make us partakers 
of His eternal life. When He had thus taken 
our nature, in order most fully to manifest the 
true order of man's being, to subjugate the two 
lower lives that had rebelled and sought to rule 
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• 

instead of to serve ; and further to . demonstrate 
the utter inability of those lower lives to inherit 
the kingdom of God, or to reproduce the lost 
spiritual life ; the Lord Jesus Christ yielded them 
up to death, as it is written, '* He bore our sins 
in His own body on the tree," and *' He poured 
out His sotd unto death." He then rose again 
from the dead in the power of His own everlasting 
life, that so henceforth all united to Him by a true 
and living faith might be quickened together with 
Him, might walk even here below in newness of. 
life, and that the ** Spirit of Him that raised up 
Jesus from the dead might also quicken our mortal 
bodies by His Spirit that dwelleth in us." It was 
as the Risen Head and Fountain of our highest, 
our new and risen life, that He uttered those words 
on His own resurrection morn : " I ascend unto 
my Father and your Father, unto my God and 
your God." All the way between the Father in 
heaven and His lost children, spiritually ** dead in 
trespasses and sins,'* is filled up by our risen and 
ascended Lord, who came down to earth to unite 
God to man, and ascended into the heavens to 
unite man to God. To Him, therefore, let us go ; 
to Him let us cleave, for He hath " the words of 
eternal life." — Yea, He himself hath said, " I am 
the Way, the Truth, and the Life ; no man cometh 
unto the Father but by me." Let us listen to our 
Lord in humility, in love, and in faith ; let us say 
to Him from our very hearts, " My Saviour ! " and 



2 2 God our Father, 

He will teach us to call God our Father, and to 
realise something of the unutterable blessedness of 
the Fatherhood of God, when it embraces the 
whole being of body, soul, and spirit. When full 
of the joy of this perfected relationship, we shall 
run with eager feet, as Mary Magdalene did of old, 
to bring His disciples word "that she had seen the 
Lord, and that He had spoken these things unto 
her/' We shall feel a glad certainty that this 
threefold cord is one that will never be broken, 
and shall join with all our brethren in the faith in 
saying, with an intelligence, a confidence, and a 
joy we never knew before : " Our Father^ which 
art in heaven^ 

" It was the Lord of life who told 

His ransomed ones to call their God 
* Our Father.' — Dost thou deem it bold, 
To follow in the steps He trod ? 

** Him whom I venture now to call 
By the loved name of Father dear ; 
I should not dare approach at all, 
If Jesus had not brought me near. 

** My God, I will arise and claim 

The promised pardon at Thy hands ; 
And call Thee by no other name 

But * Father,' as my Lord commands." 

— Tk€ Dove on the Cross. 

THE END. 
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